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Abstract
Large scale English education reforms in elementary schools continue through teacher in-
service training across Japan. Surveys conducted by this author (Roux, 2016) in one
prefecture in southern Japan explored the preparedness, attitudes and self-perceived notions
of competence expressed by elementary school teachers in relation to the requirements set
for the reforms by the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and
Technology (MEXT). The current paper continues in this vein, exploring new survey data
about teachers’ intercultural orientation, experiences and the perceived relevance of the
language/culture intersect for elementary school English education. The discussion
introduces the notion of symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006) to highlight the cultural
dimensions of language learning and findings highlight the position of elementary school
teachers as they reflect on the reforms and the implications thereof.
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Broad reforms to enhance English education throughout elementary and lower/
secondary schools have been steadily implemented by the Japanese Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) since 2014. Mirroring governmental
initiatives elsewhere - such as the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR) - these reforms are an effort at ‘globalising’ Japan’s future workforce
(MEXT, 2016). Two general objectives are outlined in the initiative: 1) to bring about a new
English education corresponding to globalization, and 2) the construction of necessary
frameworks for new English education (MEXT, 2016).
This paper takes issue with MEXT’s first objective by drawing attention to apparent
alignment of a ‘new English education’ with the generalized project called ‘globalization’. If
the first objective is taken at face value, it raises concern about the possible implications: will
English education deliver/enable globalisation (of Japan, and/or it’s schoolchildren)? Does it
imply that a ‘standard of globalisation’ (presumably in existence) needs to be reached through
the English education reforms? The statement implies, at least, a renewal of current
practices, but glosses over the connection to globalisation and exactly how it is to be achieved
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through language instruction. It also concerns the role of English, which is here purposed as a
tool, which is in line with the instrumentalist position of language learning. Taking a strong
approach in this way risks diminishing the cultural dimensions and symbolic power inherent
in language. Reminiscent of Mcluhan’s (1964) observation regarding television’s role in media,
namely that ‘the medium is the message’, the implication here is that society is deeply
affected not only by the contents that is delivered through the medium - in this case English
- but also the characteristics of the medium itself. Language learning remains in service of
the broad educational project, i.e. for the betterment of society, thus making it necessary to
retain perspective on changes in language policy.
Given this backdrop, this paper draws attention to the cultural influences in English
language instruction, as these are considered the unstated and, as is argued, the neglected
forces underlying the ubiquitous use of the term ‘globalization’. A brief background is
provided to forefront cultural aspects involved in language instruction, including an attempt
to unpack what MEXT’s first goal might mean, in practical terms, for teachers of elementary
school students. The notion of symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006) is used to connect
globalization with the cultural influences inherent to language learning.
Cultural considerations and the ‘new’ English education reform
Research in the humanities have long investigated the elusive but pervasive presence of
cultural codes and traditions embedded in language. Although it remains a complex area, it is
generally accepted that no language, nor the instruction of that language, can be considered
quite ‘culture-free’. To exemplify this point, one needs only consider the complex interaction
between the English language, its instruction and proliferation in culturally different contexts
by the so-called ‘native-tongue’ and ‘non-native tongue’ speakers, which continues to be
explored in the critical discourse that has followed the spread of education in English around
the world (Kachru, 1996, 1997; Narkunas, 2005; Phillipson, 1992, 2001; Roux, 2014; Skutnabb-
Kangas, 2001; Tsuda, 2008). The position of English as de facto world lingua franca is also
evident in the fact that parents worldwide continue to choose English instruction as an
important educational investment for their children (Byram, 2008, p. 77). Against this
backdrop, it should be clear that there is tacit acceptance that linguistic skills - particularly
English - endow speakers with social, cultural and economic capital that is well signified by
N’gugi wa Thiong’o (1986) as the ‘English credit card’.
In a departure from earlier English education reforms in Japan, the current effort
specifically addresses tasks and responsibilities aimed at English education in elementary
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schools. The white paper outlines goals for students and teachers, and although immediately
appealing, questions remain about the actual implementation. Crucial to the present purpose,
are questions pertaining to teachers’ understandings of the reforms and the consequent
impact of these on their roles, responsibilities and enactment of the new policies. To prepare
and set a foundation for students in relation to the pressures of globalisation, MEXT (2016)
outlines the following: 1) to nurture the foundation of communication skills, 3rd and 4th graders
will participate in English language activities 1-2 times per week, supervised by the class
teacher; and, 2) to nurture basic English language skills, 5th and 6th graders will receive
English language (subject) classes 3 times a week and will see ‘module classes’ (presumably
regular content classes) adapted and utilized. Under the heading of ‘constructing necessary
frameworks for new English education’, MEXT (2016) further sets a goal to ‘empower’
elementary school teachers through the following: 1) to create measures for the additional
posting and training of English education promotion leaders in elementary school; 2) to
improve teaching skills of specialized English course teachers 3) to improve English teaching
skills of elementary school class teachers; 4) to develop and provide audio teaching materials
for training; 5) to improve teacher training program and teacher employment.
Two further stipulations are given, specified as ‘efforts toward globalisation’ (MEXT,
2016): 1) to establish ‘coherent learning achievement targets’ for English throughout the
school system, and, 2) to enrich educational content in relation to nurturing the individual
sense of Japanese identity (a focus on traditional culture, history and so forth). The vague
guidelines here beg the stipulation of means to achieve them, but moreover, leave untouched
the possible ways or means that the cultural codes embedded in English are supposed to be
linked or taught in a Japanese context. The supposed link to globalisation is not in evidence at
all, raising the question whether this task of ‘globalizing student minds’ is open to
interpretation by individual teachers. Elementary school teachers have a key role in
mediating the personal and cultural development of their students and lay the foundation for
the future academic and school life (Roux, 2015). Reforms at this level should therefore
carefully consider the experience and professional development of teachers and seriously
determine if, how and whether the stated goals can realistically be achieved given current
circumstances.
A teacher’s point of view raises many questions: to cultivate cultural aspects in English
language instruction, what should be included in the curriculum? With English as a lingua
franca, which part of the English-speaking world’s ‘cultural property’ should be considered for
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language instruction? What are the best ways for local teachers to inculcate the - inevitably
‘foreign’ - values embedded in the language that they are required to teach? But more
crucially, are the presumptions to these: what are the skills, abilities and levels of
preparedness of teachers in meeting these sets of requirements? Aside from the
instrumental capacities, i.e. English proficiency, what levels of intercultural competence
should be assumed adequate for teachers? If the reform’s guidelines are considered, the task
ahead for the ordinary elementary school teacher is formidable, if not overwhelming: to
introduce English language activities, to teach English subject matter, foster Japanese
identity growth, improve their own English language ability, improve their own teaching, and
utilize other (more proficient) teachers and/or assistants.
The cultural dimension of language learning also brings the intercultural competence of
teachers into question, with Byram (2008, p. 77) pointing to the tension that exists between
language learning for instrumental purposes in contrast to its broader educational purpose.
An instrumental encoding of a learner’s world ‘through some assumed simple relationship’
between their own and the foreign language is unlikely to cultivate an ‘experience of
otherness’ that can be considered an essential part of language learning at school (Byram,
2008, p. 77-8). The fact that language instruction speaks to a broader purpose in education is
also encapsulated in Kramsch’s (2006, p. 251) notion of symbolic competence:
Language learners are not just communicators and problem solvers, but whole persons
with hearts, bodies, and minds, with memories, fantasies, loyalties, identities. Symbolic
forms are not just items of vocabulary or communication strategies, but embodied
experiences, emotional resonances, and moral imaginings. We could call the competence
that collegiate students need nowadays a symbolic competence.
Kramsch’s (2006, p. 251-2) continues to explain that symbolic competence does not
replace abilities of expression, interpretation and negotiation, but acts to enrich the
production and exchange of symbols in the shared world. She observes that teachers of
language need to view language and culture, grammar and style, vocabulary and its cultural
connections, texts and their perspectives - all these aspects of language instruction - as
inseparable. By the same token, language learners need to recognize that communicative
competence does not derive from mere information retention, but instead, the symbolic power
that comes with the interpretation of signs and their multiple relations to other signs (p. 252)
(my italics).
It is thus part of a broader educational purpose to consider the competencies of teachers
―68―
as part of what they impart to learners, over and above the learning contents determined by
national curricula. Byram (2008, p. 83-5) offers valuable input: for teachers to make informed
decisions about when and how to cultivate intercultural competence in their learners, they
need a “rich personal experience”; i.e., their own intercultural learning, coupled with a
thorough knowledge of social and developmental psychology. His model of intercultural
competence is someone who can negotiate an identity in the space within and across cultures.
In this view, the training and private experience of elementary school teachers would benefit
enormously from any foreign immersion experience, whether for study, business or leisure.
The links between language teaching and intercultural competence are clearly important
considerations in teacher training and development: in fact, it seems pertinent that a direct
connection be drawn between teachers’ intercultural competence and ‘globalising’ the minds
of the students they teach.
Investigating teachers’ intercultural orientation
Background and methods
The teacher workshops were hosted by the education faculty at a local university. In line
with the previous survey (Roux, 2016), a needs analysis was conducted, with a slight
modification in terms of shifting emphasis that would enhance an understanding of the
cultural dimensions of linguistic competence. In addition, and in keeping with the previous
survey, data was collected to gain a sense of teachers’ training needs regarding English
teaching as well as perceptions of the proposed English reforms and the accompanying policy
implementation. A bilingual (English/Japanese), anonymous survey was given in printed form
at the outset of the workshop and later manually submitted using Google online forms.
Results and discussion
General observations
The workshop and survey recorded 29 teacher-participants (Table 1). Comparable to
2015, the gender ratio was slightly slanted towards women, this time with 12 men (41.4%),
and 17 women (58.6%) in attendance. The data shows a slight increase in workshop attendees
and minor differences in the dimensions explored. As before, an effort was made to establish
what kind of English experience(s), teachers have had outside of compulsory education. The
results for 2016 are similar when compared with the previous year, with a strong emphasis
on experience with various tests of English proficiency. It is notable that almost a quarter of
teachers have not taken any tests, while a further 24% are/were involved in going to English
conversation classes (eikaiwa) - normally self-motivated and -funded. In contrast to the
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Table 1: Contrasting 2015 and 2016 workshop data
2015 2016
Group size 23 29
Dimensions explored Values in %
Formal English qualifications and experience
1) EIKEN
2) TOEIC
3) Eikaiwa (conversation classes)
4) Nothing (beyond compulsory education)
74
35
22
17
66
41
24
24
Teachers who have travelled abroad
1) Yes, but less than a month
2) No, but would like to travel
30
65
76
10
Teachers’ professional challenges
1) not enough preparation time
2) not enough training
3) not enough materials
4) WHAT to teach for English class
62
48
38
23
59
52
7
45
previous year, current figures indicate that a surprisingly large portion of the group had
travelled abroad, with a proportional reduction in expressing interest to do so. This can be a
positive turn if taken on face value, but will need to be corroborated by further enquiry.
Teachers’ professional challenges remain virtually the same for the two years, with
emphasis again on the lack of adequate time for preparation. Needs for further training
continues to be expressed, showing a further increase. A potentially positive turn was the
remarkable drop (from 38% to 7%) in the expressed need for English teaching materials,
perhaps indicating that the situation has improved since the first data was captured. The
reasons for these changes will need further exploration however.
Survey data for the number of years that teachers have professional experience (Table
2), shows that the majority for both the 2016 and 2017 groups fall in the six-ten -year category.
Presumably this majority is 35 or younger, since many teachers commonly begin their
careers in their early twenties, often straight after graduation. This observation may go some
way in explaining that the expressed need for further training was quite high given that
older teachers often feel more confident due to their years of experience.
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2015 2016
Table 2: Years of teaching experience
Table 3: Exploring possible connections: Intercultural orientation and learning English
Intercultural orientation and experience: Exploring links to English education
The current survey continued to explore teachers’ attitudes, experience and interest
regarding the development of English proficiency through traveling abroad (Table 3),
hypothesizing that there might be connections to be drawn between traveling abroad and
developing an intercultural openness, increasing intercultural competence. Implied in
exploring this area with teachers is the contention that developing cultural competence will
also indirectly benefit the cultural development of their students. Using English education as
the leading line into this enquiry is however an indirect way of seeking out answers related
to the development of cultural competence. As demonstrated in earlier discussion doing so
obfuscates the cultural dimension and risks leaving answers at the level of conjecture.
Survey data shows that most teachers appear to value the experience of traveling
abroad (Table 3), with opinions in this regard featuring most prominently in the ‘fairly
―71―
Table 4: Exploring the importance of English in teacher’s lives
Dimensions explored 2015 2016
Is English important in your life?
1. It is useful sometimes
2. It will be useful someday in the future
%
39
52
%
76
52
important’ to ‘very important’ categories. Proportionally few teachers regarded English
education as vitally important in terms of learning about other cultures and traditions, oneself
in relation to that and becoming comfortable with other cultures. It did not emerge so
strongly in the ‘vital for education’ section, instead making a stronger impression in the ‘very
important’ category. Again, it seems that personal experience abroad appears not strongly
connected to educational practice in the minds of teachers, which is an aspect that might be
usefully taken up at the tertiary training level.
The aim with this dimension (Table 4) was to explore the current use and role of English
in the daily lives of teachers. Japan has a long history as a monolingual nation and although
English education has continued for many decades, it has failed to penetrate mainstream
education sufficiently enough to be considered a second language. Unlike other societies
where English have started to dominate certain fields, Japanese remains the preferred
language for commerce, the media, educational systems and all spheres of public life. It is
therefore not surprising that the results regarding the current role of English in teachers’
lives do not reveal much and it might be necessary to rephrase questions here, or rethink the
relevance of this dimension. There is however, a remarkable jump in teachers’ contention of
its usefulness, which might be explained by the large increase in foreign tourists to Japan
that has likely increased demand for daily use of the language generally.
Considering the perceived purpose of English instruction at the elementary level,
previous findings (Roux, 2016) indicated that teachers appear cognizant of the fact that
English proficiency has advantages for students - also in terms of potentially extending
knowledge about other cultures. Pertinent here is whether teachers believe that there is
reason for their students to improve proficiency levels beyond the mere instrumental
purposes of the language, which in the Japanese education system is mostly aimed at passing
language tests that do not measure communicative ability, let alone the symbolic competence
referred to earlier. The higher proportions registered on question 1 (Table 5) appears to
favour the instrumentalist interpretation, although a fair amount of support was garnered for
question 2.
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Table 5: The perceived purpose of English instruction in elementary schools
Dimensions explored 2015 2016
What is the purpose for English education in elementary school?
1. To raise interest for English in students
2. To develop intercultural communicative competence
3. To educate about other cultures
4. To help with basic communication skills in English
5. To improve listening skills in English
%
85
75
40
35
22
%
97
76
35
48
21
Table 6: Teachers’ personal feelings about English
Dimensions explored 2015 2016
What are your personal feelings about English?
1. a lack of training or experience in English instruction
2. a lack of confidence to teach English
3. a lack of skill to teach it
4. a lack of English language ability
%
47
52
47
33
%
24
62
51
41
Key elements in this critical area remain teachers’ personal feelings about teaching
English (Table 6) as part of their curriculum, as the new reforms expect them to do. Although
there appears to have been some efforts put into training - the sources of which might be
well worth investigating - teachers overwhelmingly continue to feel that they are not up for
the task. The self-perceived lack of confidence, a perceived lack of training/experience, a self-
described lack of skill and lacking a sense of confidence in their level of English proficiency
therefore remain key elements in understanding teachers’ anxiety about the reforms that are
taking place. These might be linked to a sense of resistance or hopelessness, especially among
older teachers who are less likely to have had the initial training and input that their younger
counterparts might have had. The large proportion of the group that had these emotions in
common for both the surveys suggests that further training and development in this area
should urge policymakers and boards of education to provide a deeper and more
comprehensive support to teachers in their daily practice.
Conclusion
Findings for the current version of the survey indicate very similar trends expressed in
comparison with the previous investigation (Roux, 2016). In general, the same sense of
openness and acceptance to change appear to permeate teachers’ responses to the reforms
so far. Notable are shifts in terms of an increased perceived general usefulness of English for
both teachers and students, as well as teachers’ notion that English education is important for
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their students, mostly for what would appear to be instrumental purposes. The provision of
teaching and/or training materials to assist English education appear to have improved
markedly, although teachers self-perceived levels of confidence remain stubbornly low. It
seems apparent that there is a perceived lack of sufficient proficiency in English, which is
hampering educators’ confidence and might impact on their ability to teach with the
conviction of experience. The need for further teacher training and skill development is once
again highlighted. The perceived usefulness of English in daily life and its links to a broader
educational purpose, here related to intercultural development remain a fruitful line of
investigation. In this respect, the notion of symbolic competence appears well-suited to
broaden an understanding of the cultural dimensions embedded in language instruction,
although the connections remain indirect and deserves a deeper investigation that are not
likely to come to the fore through the survey-type investigations utilized here.
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